
"Poetry, death, grief, life " : Printable article : goTriad.com http://www.gotriad.com/apps/pbcs.dll/article?AID=/20070419/GTCOM0...

1 of 7 1/31/2008 11:05 PM

ADVERTISEMENT

Mary Abu-Saba and her husband,
Elias Abu-Saba, who died Sept.
28. View a larger version.
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There wasn't an occasion that Elias Abu-Saba didn't write a poem for. 

He wrote poems for birthday parties, anniversaries, family gatherings. 
Even in the middle of a noisy, crowded restaurant, you could spot him 
at a table, writing on napkins, placemats, any scrap of paper he could 
find. 

He wrote with fury and deep concentration — head bent down and gaze
focused and intent on the words he scribbled.

"It was at the core of his mind, his heart," said Mary Edith Bentley 
Abu-Saba, Elias' wife of 45 years. "It was always a part of him. It was 
like he couldn't help it."

But to his friends and loved ones, Elias' need to write poetry at any place at any time 
became a little irritating, at times. 

Sometimes Mary would resort to kicking him under the table to hint that he was being 
rude to their dinner guests. 

But Elias would keep on writing.

"That restaurant business was sometimes a problem," Mary said with a laugh. "We'd 
get the menus, he'd pick up a napkin and pull out a pencil and start writing, and I'd say, 
'Honey, you might want to look at the menu before the waiter comes back.' 

"Some things a person does, you take it for granted." 

On Sept. 28, Elias Abu-Sabu passed away after a brief battle with cancer. By the time 
he was diagnosed in July, the cancer that had originated in his lung had spread to his 
bones and brain. 

For the past 47 years, Elias had been a part of Mary's life. A life without him was 
inconceivable to her. 

But once he passed away, she had to reinvent her life. She wondered how she would 
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before he died. His widow, 
Mary, will read a poem she 
wrote about her life after 
Abu-Saba's death.
When: 5:30 p.m. Monday
Where: Central Library, 219 
N. Church St., Greensboro
Information:
www.poetrygso.org

even begin to think about what the day was going to be without talking to Elias. 

She found that answer somewhere she never expected -- writing poetry. 

"I am destined to take one step at a time in the present, which becomes my future/And 
then becomes my past"
— Mary Edith Bentley Abu-Saba

Although Mary often journaled and always considered herself a decent writer, she 
never bothered with poetry. That was Elias' shtick, not hers.

But within a month of Elias' death, poetry found Mary in the form of a writing group, Island Women Write, which she 
learned about in the weekly newspaper in Alameda, Calif., where she now lives.

"I was looking for all sorts of opportunities just to get out of the door and do something meaningful to me," Mary said. 
"I was not looking for a place to grieve, but writing the poetry and reading it was definitely a very vital part of my
grieving life."

Poetry has become an important channel for her to express her grief in a way that's different from talking to a friend or 
meditating. It's given her a great deal of comfort and clarity. 

She describes poetry as a "jewel, glistening at you" or "like going on vacation and bringing back one beautiful thing."

Trying her hand at a new medium seemed to match her quest to begin a new life without her husband.

Suddenly, the art form that at times she thought of as annoying had become therapeutic, an emotional outlet for her. 

Mary Edith was falling in love with the thing her husband cherished all his life.

"When two or more meet/there blooms a promise." 
— Elias Abu-Saba 

Forty-seven years ago, Mary Edith and Elias Abu-Saba met at a dance hosted by Randolph-Macon College in Ashland, 
Va., where Mary Edith studied psychology. 

Mary's retelling of the story sounds like a romantic scene from a movie.

She had arrived late at the crowded party. As she stood beside a small table putting on her name tag, she saw Elias from
across the room.

"I looked up, and over this crowded room, I saw this tall, slender man," she said. "And I caught his eye, and he was 
gently coming through the crowd of people. He walked over with these lovely, sleepy, droopy eyelids, and he said, 
'Hello.'"

They chatted for a few minutes about their origins — Mary, a Virginia girl, and Elias, a native of Lebanon. They
quickly discovered they both had a love for Lebanese poet Khalil Gibran, whom Mary had just started to read and
whom Elias regarded as one of his heroes. 

Throughout the evening, they mingled with others at the party, but they always came back to each other.

"He had such a sensitive approach and a sensitive way of speaking, not like anything I knew Virginia boys to be," Mary
said. "We were a good match for each other because we challenged each other about our thoughts and feelings. There's 
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something mysterious about love; it's almost beyond description.

We were just so intensely together."

Mary was drawn to Elias' intellectual and sensitive side and found herself scurrying to the library to learn more about a 
particular topic that Elias brought up in conversation. 

During their 45 years of marriage, they challenged each other about their thoughts and feelings.

From the beginning of their relationship, Elias introduced Mary to his poetry. Because they studied at separate 
universities (Elias was enrolled at Virginia Polytechnic Institute), they kept in touch through letters. 

And with every letter Elias sent, he'd write Mary a poem. 

"How could you not be in love with that?" Mary said. "I never had anyone write me poetry before. I was bowled over. It
was so beautiful. It was such an amazing way to connect with my heart." 
Within one year, they were engaged and finally wed in June 1961. 

"Do not wallow in the corner of despair/but rise and live in hope." 
-- Elias Abu-Saba

Although Elias' vocation was engineering, he was a poet at his core. During his 20 years of teaching civil engineering at
N.C. A&T (1975-95), Elias' poetry began to wane as he became too busy teaching and doing research. 

But once he retired at age 65, Mary said that his writing exploded. He started to be more organized about his poems, 
and instead of keeping them on scraps of paper, he recorded them in notebooks and computer files. 

He crafted short, four-line poems, bound as three volumes of work.

In his poetry, he confronted his feelings about social, environmental and political strife in the world, particularly in the 
Middle East, a cause that was very close to his heart. 

During the last few months of his life, Elias crafted poems that explored his feelings about death, his fate, the 
progression of his cancer and those who cared for him during that time.

Six days before his death, he gave his final poetry reading at a family gathering that had been planned years earlier. 

Mary suggested canceling the event once Elias' cancer was diagnosed, but he wouldn't hear of it. 

"He said, 'Absolutely not,'" Mary recalled. "He was so intent to get himself prepared. He wanted so badly to read and to
read well. It was very moving. His voice was strong. He was so thrilled that he was able to do it."

Mary thought he would bounce back, but his condition quickly deteriorated. 

A few days after the gathering, he opened his computer to write some poetry, and for the first time in his life, he didn't 
have any words. 

"He said, 'I think that's the end,'" Mary recalled. "And I just closed the computer." 

"And I let go each day, I let go of the wish that you could still be here."
— Mary Edith Bentley Abu-Saba
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Mary Edith has found solace in writing poetry. 

"I didn't sort of choose it," she said. "It just came to me. It greeted me."

These days she finds herself following the same rituals her husband faithfully practiced. 

From her Alameda home, she walks the two blocks to the beach carrying her pen and pad, just as Elias had done 
hundreds of times. The ceremony of writing poetry has connected her not only to Elias, but also to her own feelings.

"I had all these feelings inside myself. It helped me direct my feelings instead of being a mush of mashed potatoes," she
said. "When I finished with it, it felt so good to have a product from that whole hour of emotionalizing and catharsis. 
It's a wonderful time to process what happens, moving words around that move feelings."

Her poetry is incredibly insightful and moving. Her emotions are raw and honest, each word unlocking something very 
personal and deep inside of her. You can feel that sense of urgency in her writing, a need to get it all out.

She will read one of her poems publicly for the first time at a Poetry GSO event. She says she's slowly getting to the 
point where she can read it without crying.

Now, Mary is doing what she needs to take care of herself. She's taking the time to grieve and trying to cope by 
surrounding herself with good friends, rest, meditation, exercise and, of course, poetry. 

The process has left her with an overwhelming feeling of gratitude.

"I am sitting in a basket of 47 years of a wonderful relationship with Elias, a huge basket of comfort and love," she said.
"And I'm holding in my lap a smaller basket, and that basket is grief.

But this basket of grief that I hold gingerly with great respect, I'm taking care of it. What I need to do is stay with my 
grief and be with it and feel it and know it. 
"I'm reinventing my life."

Contact Carla Kucinski at 373-7319 or carla@gotriad.com

Final Poems

by Elias Abu-Saba

Rubayyat 810
9/8/2006
Grant me a burning mouth tasting of honey
Engulfed with passion, yearning for you
You lower your eyelids from love and not laziness
I lie at your tender feet comfortably.

Rubayyat 850
9/11/2006
What do I seek in life
A pure heart
A clear mind
And a melting in the sea of others

Rubayyat 872
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9/19/2006
My home the invincible castle
My vast space to roam around
Angel reigns its towers
My wife the deliverer and best help

Rubayyat 880
9/21/2006 — Elias' last poem
Light grow silent as the secret remains hidden
Rising and towering
Over hills and mountains
Delving into the heart of the Greater OceanFastFax'Presence Without Matter'
Voices are heard
Without a ripple
Of a sound
Floating around.
Thoughts are read
Without a word
Or a sign
Of any design.
Love is shared
Without the fear
That the lover
One day will disappear.
A lovely rose
Never asked,
Filled the air
With fragrance.
You spoke and I heard
Not in words or in signs,
For you and I were born as one
Not in space or in time,
Sailing across the universe
Where the wings have failed.
Your voice alone
Drew the compass and steered my ship
Rocking fearlessly in the unknown.
-- Elias Abu-Saba, from "Songs in Time," 1973

'I COMMITTED YOUR MASK TO LIFE'S RECYCLING BIN'

By Mary Edith Bentley Abu-Saba
Jan. 30, 2007
Two days ago, on Sunday January 28, you have been gone for four months.
Times of grief, healing, weeping and smiling.

This morning I looked around the messy garage, and saw your mask on the highest shelf.
The mask that held your head perfectly steady when it was screwed down tight to the bed frame on which you lay.
The buzzing machines turned your body this way and that
The tczzzzizzz of a machine zapped radiation to that tiny spot in your brain.

I stood one day in the operations room where the technicians plugged in the
Data telling the machine where to zap, and the bodyframe where to move next.
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There were how many spots circled where the radiation penetrated?
I'll go downstairs and find your mask in the garbage can, and count them.

I wondered what to do with this mask. I asked our children 
Were they somehow interested in it? No, No, No, they said.
It is done with. It is finished. It didn't help him live. Let it be done.
I wondered about a resting place for it. Did it deserve a coffin of some sort?

Yes, but let the coffin be what is right here, where I bury so much detritus.
The green garbage can, the one for newspapers, plastic, cans, and bottles
Where the collectors can recycle it to make something else.
Yes, along with his recycled body, let this plastic mask be recycled too.

I cried when I opened the lid, wrapped the mask in layers of newspapers
And then carefully shoved it down, squashing all the newspapers below it
Until the top could close easily. 
I placed my hands on the lid, and blessed the efforts of the doctors
Thanked you for your patience, for your amazing recitation of poetry when you arose from that steel frame
And I copied down what you said quickly, before the words escaped our memories.

I cried as I held my hands on the lids for minutes.
"Bless his brain, O Goddess, and his efforts to preserve it.
Bless the doctors who are trying to find ways to fight the scourge of cancer.
Bless the simple folks in the hospital who waited on him,
Even as he was impatient with them for their slowness."

And the tears keep falling.
Each act of passing on something belonging to you activates the tears.
I cannot, must not, keep each thing, each piece of paper you touched, or book you read,
Each implement of your healing.
Some things need to be passed along, into others' hands, into the universal recycling bin.

I thank you, over and over, for your love, for the life we shared together.
For the children we spawned, the grandchildren who followed.
I thank you for your generous spirit, your integrity, your caring for others.

And I let go each day, I let go of the wish that you could still be here.
It is not to be, it was not meant to be past September 28, 2006,
And it will never be in this life as we know it.

I am destined to be here now in this, my body, and without yours next to me.
I am destined to take one step at a time in the present, which becomes my future, 
And then becomes my past.
Likewise your mask is from the past. 
The re-cycling truck will pick it up in the morning.

Will a human being see it, or will it be ground up before it is noticed?
I'll never know. I don't need to know.
Just as they won't tell me over at Cancer Research Center of the 
University of California San Francisco
Exactly what they are doing, have done, will do with your body.
Except that in the end, what remains, they promise that they cremate it
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And respectfully scatter it into the Pacific ocean.

So let it be … along with the mask perhaps?
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